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- frien ae 
HEART IS THE TEMPLE 





1. Purpose of Temple Worship 


Religion is not separate from philosophy in Hindu 
Dharma. In the western culture, however, great 
philosophers like Aristotle had nothing to do with 
religion. In fact, some of them like Bertrand Russell 
were even against the organised religion. Thus the 
philosophy is distanced from the religion in the west. In 
Hindu Dharma, however, we find a marvellous synthesis 
of philosophy and religion. Here, religion is never 
opposed to philosophy, and philosophers are not 
against religion. 4 

In our Vedanta classes, we teach that Brahman, 
the Supreme Reality, is ekamevadvitiyam, One without 
a second (Chandogya upanisat, 6-2-1). Yet we have a 
temple. as an integral part of our place of teaching, 
called gurukula. This is not a contradiction; Vedanta 
accommodates temple worship and all other forms of 
worship as well. All worship is meant to lead us to 
Brahman. That is what is called karma yoga. That 
karma, an act of worship (or any action for that matter), 
which helps the aspirant to know the ultimate Truth, is 
karma yoga. On the other hand, that karma which 
keeps us in samsara, the cycle of birth and death, is 
bondage. 


The temple is a place to worship Jsvara, or to 
perform rituals. With proper attitude, the rituals can be 
transformed into karma yoga. On the other hand, 
without proper understanding, the rituals can have their 
own problems. In a discussion, Lord Sri Krsna points 
out (Bhagavad Gita, 2-41) that Vedic rituals help a 
person who has clear understanding about the ultimate 
goal in life, whereas those who do not have such an 
understanding get lost in the jungle of rituals. 


STMT Sarthe FORA | 
SERS MTT FEAST || 


uyavasayatmika _buddihirekeha kurunandana, 
bahusgakha hyanantasca 
buddhayo'vyavasayinam. 

O Arjuna, the disposition (of the people) committed 

to Self-knowledge is one-pointed:; whereas the 
irresolute ones pursue countless lines of thought in 

@ variety of directions (without any focus 
whatsoever). 


Therefore, the temple worship should create jijfdsa, an 
intense desire for Self-knowledge in the devotees. That 
is the real purpose of temple worship. 

When a person goes to a temple and worships 
the Lord, he is said to have bhakti or devotion. The 
devotee takes himself to be a limited individual 
Possessing certain merits and demerits. He considers 
himself to be a karta, doer, and a bhokta, enjoyer. He 
Offers prayers in the temple to earn punya, merit and 
enjoy the benefits of that merit later. The temple is 
meant for such jivas, limited individuals, experiencing 
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samsara, the life of continuous becoming. If one does 
not consider oneself a doer-enjoyer, then there are no 
grounds for further worship, for all worships have 
culminated in such a person’s wisdom. Yet, he may 
continue to worship for the sheer joy of worshipping the 
Lord, who is none other than the Self, and also to set an 
example for others. 


2. Correct Appreciation of Isvara 


We have to worship Jévara in a temple with the 
right attitude. ISvara and jiva are not essentially 
different; they are not opposed to each other as far as 
their fundamental nature is concerned. Both are cetana, 
sentient, and sandtana, eternal. Lord Sri Krsna 
declares the same in so many words in the Bhagavad 
Gita (15-7). 


AAG sae stearyTeeaa: | 
mamaivamso jivaloke jivabhitthassanatanah. 


In the world of jivas or individuals, a part of Me- 
dione exists as the jiva, who is eternal. 


The adjective sandtana is used not only for Ivara, but 
also for the jiva. In the scriptures, same set of attributes 
are used to describe the essential nature of both Igvara 
and jiva. This is illustrated by the following description 
of jiva in the Bhagavad Gita (2-20): 


art eRArasa Wot 7 Aa SIAM FAI 


ajo nityassGsvato’yam purano 
na hanyate hanyamane Sarire. 


This (Self) is unbom, etemal, undergoing no 
change whatsoever, and is ever new. When the 
body is destroyed, the Self is not destroyed. 

Even though there is a difference in their 
upadhis (the limiting adjuncts), Svara and the jiva are 
essentially one and the same. Their essence is 
caitanya, the Awareness. Jiva is one particularization 
of the same Awareness as Iévara is another 
particularisation. The difference is only in the upadhis 
of jiva and Igvara, just as a stone is different from a 
mountain. Because of the false identification with the 
upadhi, the emerging individual may appear to be very 
insignificant vis-a-vis the universe and its Creator. 

The individual has to discover the ultimate truth 
of oneness of /gvara and jiva. The moment the 
individual drops the false identity with the upadhi, he is 
one with Isvara. ‘In fact,owe are Iévara at all times. 
However, as of now, | have I-sense in the physical body, 
and hence a sense of limitation. Therefore, | worship 


Ivara’, This is the correct attitude towards worship. 


For some, any talk of oneness of /évara and jiva 
is blasphemy. ‘Where are you and where is svara? 
You are very limited in your knowledge and power, while 
Igvara is all knowledge and (commands) all power. If 
you talk of oneness, you will incur sin; /gvara will punish 
you, and will send you to hell,’ they say. This kind of 
extreme dualism is absolutely incorrect. Any worship or 
ritual based on the notion of absolute division has lost 
its meaning and purpose. 


3. Four Types of Devotees » 


Lord Sri Krsna talks of four kinds of devotees in 
the Bhagavad Gita (7-16): 


are farrgratet sat a aera | | 
arto jijidsurartharthi jnani ca bharatarsabha. 


Oh the foremost in the family of Bharata, (there 
are four types of devotees,) the one in distress, the 
one who longs to know Me, the one who wants .: 
security and pleasure, and the one who knows Me. 
The one who is in distress or difficulties worships the 


Lord and prays, ‘O Lord, | am suffering from so many 
problems; why don’t You bestow some grace on me? 
Why don’t You look at me with a little love and 
affection?’ This kind of prayer is perfectly in order. Eyen 
Sri Sankara says in the Saundaryalahari (57): 


RRM rete axeletrttetcacrea 
aaaid a4 erga poe arAfe Pere | 


drsi draghiyasya —_ daradalitanilotpalaruca 
- daviyamsam dinam snapaya krpaya mamapi 

Sive. 

Oh Consort of Lord Siva, Your wide eyes 

resemble the blossoming blue lotus. | am 


wretched, being separated (by ignorance) from 
You. Kindly glance at me and shower your grace. 


This kind of worship of Jévara with an imploring 
attitude, born out of helplessness, to seek /Svara’s 
grace to come out of difficulties is called arta bhakti. 


One may also worship the Lord to achieve 
prosperity. Such a devotion is called artharthi bhakti. 
The devotee invokes the Lord’s grace not only when he 
seeks success in his ambitious endeavours, but also 
when he is in distress. However, a spiritual seeker 
interested in Self-knowledge tries to rise above all the 
desires. He does not worship the Lord for perpetuating 
the desires. 


Jijfiasa is an intense desire for Self-knowledge. 
Even to discover a value for Self-knowledge, the grace 
of the Lord is indispensable. Once such a value is 
discovered, the aspirant is not too far from becoming a 
Jini, the enlightened, who is the epitome of devotion. 
After presenting the four types of devotees, the blessed 
Lord says: 


SENTRS Vad Mt cata A AL 
udarah sarva evaite jniani tuatmaiva me matam. 
All these indeed are noble, but the one who knows 


Me is Myself alone. This is My vision (Bhagavad 
Gita, 7-18). 


The typical examples given for these four kinds of 
devotees are Gajendra, the king of elephants, for arta; 
Dhruva for artharthi; Arjuna and Uddhava for jijfasu; 
and Prahlada and Sri Sankardacarya for a jfani. All of 
the devotees are great, but the enlightened is one with 
the Lord Himself, which is the final goal in life. Hence, all 
the rituals, temple worship, and prayers should lead and 
help us grow in that direction. Only then the purpose of 
temple worship is accomplished. Otherwise, _ it 
perpetuates samsara, a life of becoming and bondage, 
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the world-centric life. Unfortunately, such a spirit and 
orientation in devotion and worship is not very much 
noticeable in Indian society today. 


4. Symbolism of Temple Worship 


In the vision of the Upanishads, the Lord is not 
an elderly gentleman sitting in the heaven. He is the 
Cosmic Person, the knowledge and_ energy 
(Hiranyagarbha) and the material (Virat) of the 
universe. The temple architecture is symbolically 
significant in all aspects. Space is the very first 
manifestation of Hiranyagarbha, the Cosmic Person. 
Space is mainly characterised by four directions; 
similarly, temple has four main gates. The symbolic 
spirit of these gates is captured in the following hymn of 
the Mundakopanishat (2-2-11). 


sebcoeet SoRe er ora, mer eee 
aura 4 wad seed feratee afte | 


brahmaivedamamrtam purastad brahma pascad 
brahma daksinatascottarena, adhagcordhvam ca 
prasrtam brahmaivedam visvamidam varistham. 


All that is in front is the Immortal Brahman alone. 
Brahman is at the back, as also on the right and 
the left. Brahman is below and above. Supreme 
Brahman alone pervades this universe. 


a. Heart 


The essential nature of every human being is the 
Awareness (Atman) expressing through this limiting 
adjunct called the body. And this Atman is none other 


than the Infinite Brahman reflecting in the finite space of 
the heart. 


aruircottenrsrect aerararce erat Pafects ea SIA: 


anoraniyanmahato mahiyanatma guhayam 
nihito’sya jantoh (Kathopanisat, 1-2-20) 


Atman is subtler than the subtlest and greater than 
the greatest. It abides in the cave of the heart of 
this living being. 

Brahman the cause of the universe alone is 
called Atman as It expresses in the body-mind. Wrong 
identification of Atman with the limiting adjunct (upadhi) 
is the cause of bondage, and understanding of the 
oneness of the Atman with Brahman is the 
enlightenement that liberates the individual from this 
bondage. The Lord verily abides in the cave of the 
heart. Similarly, a figure symbolising the Lord is installed 
in a_cave-like garbha-grha, the inner sanctum 
sanctorum, in the temple. Even in the biggest of the 
temples, the sanctum sanctorum is small in size. It is 
just by sheer ignorance that one assumes or imagines 
that merit and sin accrue to Atman obtaining in the 
heart. Brahman can be cognised in the cave of the heart 
of every human being as his innermost reality. 


b. Self-knowledge 


For liberation from the bondage of samsara, 
there is only one way. 


wefan 7 
Brahmavidapnoti param. 


; 9 
The one who knows Brahman attains Brahman, 
the Supreme Reality (Taittriya Upanisat, 2-1). 


The Kathopanisat (1-2-20) explains this further: 
aa: WA teretent VGA Ae AAT: | 


tamakratuh pasgyati vitasoko dhatuprasadan- 
mahima@namatmanah. 


The desireless, being free from grief, sees the 


glory of Atman through the serenity of senses and 
mind. 


It is thus the Self-knowledge which ultimately takes one 
to Igvara. All other spiritual practices help us along the 


way. : ; 
Wea» At eMiayeVA | 
Jnatva mam santimrcchati. 


Knowing Me, one attains peace (Bhagavad Gita, 
5-29). sts 


Bhagavan does not say that one attains peace by 
knowing Me and also doing something afterwards 
(jvatva krtva Santimrcchati). This is like saying, 
bhuktva trpyati, having taken the food one is satiated. 
One need not make any additional effort after 
consuming the food to be gratified. There is no gap 
between taking the food and being sated. In fact, even 
while taking the food, one gets sated. Similarly, 
liberation is simultaneous with Self-knowledge; there is 
no gap between knowing and freedom or liberation. 


aad fase ee vata! as: Wem fepertsaara | 


tamevam vidvanamrta iha bhavati, nanyah pantha 
vidyate'yanaya. 


One who knows Atman becomes immortal now 
and here. There is no other way to attain liberation 
(Purusa sitktam, 2), 


We may now revert to the symbolism of the 
temple. There is only one door for the sanctum 
Sanctorum in a temple. You may enter a temple though 
any of the four doors, but to reach the Deity there is only 
one door. That one door signifies the path of Self- 
knowledge. In this context, the Statement that different 
paths lead to the same God has to be correctly 
interpreted. All pursuits prepare the seeker for the 
ultimate realisation of the One non-dual Reality, just as 


all the four doors lead to one single entrance to the 
sanctum sanctorum, 


Cc. Ignorance 


The wale est clothes, not anything particularly brilliant. 
is walls of the shrine may also be dull due to the 
sla of the soot from the oil lamp. The inner shrine 
arete alls Well illuminated. Typically there is a 
Shrine compl S 'S too small to illuminate the innermost 
hrdaya, th fire The sanctum sanctorum symbolizes 
aime. tie heart which has aj@na, ignorance. It is the 
spinttdl a _the cave of Atman. The idea is that the 
Spirant may think of his ignorance, at least in 
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the sacred presence of the Lord. There is ignorance in 
our hearts, but /svara also abides there. 


d. Devotion 





A small lamp is kept in a corner of the inner 
shrine. Usually, it continues to burn indefinitely without 
any break. They call it akhanda dipa, a lamp that 
shines without any interruption whatsoever. The 
Significance is that the lamp of knowledge should ever 
Shine in our heart. It means that every action and every 
thought in our life should be governed by Self- 
knowledge, for actions and thoughts having their basis 
in Self-ignorance can only lead to further bondage. 
Using the above metaphor Bhagavan presents 
knowledge as the fruit of devotion in the Bhagavad Gita 
(10-11): 
TATRA TA: | 
ARTA MART AAC || 


tésamévanukamparthamahamajnanajam tamah, 
nasayimyatmabhavastho jnanadipena bhasvata. 
Seated in the heart, | destroy (the delusion) the 
darkness born of ignorance, by the shining lamp of 
knowledge, because of my compassion towards 
them (the devotees). 

In the inner shrine of the temple, the darkness 
unremittingly tries to envelope the lamp, and the latter in 
return is struggling to dispel that darkness. Such 
Struggle is constantly going on in the devotees’ hearts 
too between the ignorance and the desire for 
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knowledge. This is the symbolism of the tiny lamp in a 
corner of the inner shrine. 


The lamp in the shrine is necessarily an oil lamp. 
It cannot be substituted with an electric lamp, though of 
similar appearance, for every aspect of the oil lamp has 
significance. Sri Sankara provides a marvellous 
symbolism of the lamp of knowledge in his commentary 
on the above verse. 
Aaa) STETTER: AAT wa: aT: ASAT 
FRUIT TAIT fret TA RATT | | 


ajfia@najam  avivekato jatam mithyapratyaya- 
laksanam mohandhakaram tamo nasayami. 
atmabhavasthah atmano bhavah 
antahkarana@sayah tasminnéva sthitassan 
jitanadipéna vivekapratyayarupena. 

| abide in the abode of the heart (of the devotees), 
and dispel the darkness of delusion appearing in 
the form of false notion born out of non- 
discrimination (between the Atman and the non- 
Atman), with the lamp of knowledge in the form of 
right discrimination. 


Sri Sankara further continues : 
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bhaktiprasadasnéhabhisikténa | madbhavanabhi- 
nivesavateritena brahmacaryadisadhana- 
samskaravatprajnavartina viraktantah- 
karanadharéna visayavyaurttacittaragadvesa- 
kalusikrtanivatapavarakasthéena nitya- 
praurttaikagradhyanajanitasamyagdarsana- 
bhasvata jfidnadipéna. 

The lamp of enlightenment is full of the oil of 
harmony imbued with devotion. It.is well lit by the 
breeze of intense feeling of devotion towards Me. 
The wisdom developed by the impressions arising 
out of the intense pursuit of celibacy etc. is its 
wick. The mind suffused with dispassion is its base 
(containing the oil). It is protected from the 
extinguishing winds of attachment and aversion, 
by the intellect withdrawn from the sense 
pleasures, functioning as a shelter. The right vision 
born out of constant meditation with a single- 
pointed focusing of the mind is its brilliance. 


Typically, an oil lamp is lit inside the shrine. The 
word sneha means the oil and also love and affection. 
When the aspirant settles into devotion to the Lord, he 
acquires-an equipoise of the mind. In the metaphor, that 
devotional state of mind serves as oil for the lamp of 
knowledge. Normally, the devotees light oil-lamps in the 
shrines all over India. Oil has two characteristics: it is 
very sticky, and its flow is continuous and unbroken. 
The devotee should acquire these two characteristics in 
the heart in his devotion to the Lord. In the Narada 
Bhakti-siitras (2) devotion is defined as the supreme 
love towards the Lord, a love without any agenda. 
Further, one should be steadfast in one’s devotion to 
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the Lord like the smooth and unbroken flow of oil as it is 
poured from the vessel into the base of the oil-lamp. 


In the innermost shrine, there is just enough air to 
keep the lamp burning. The absorption of the devotee in 
the contemplation of /Svara is indeed the air that keeps 
the flame of devotion burning. Sometimes that 
absorption expresses itself in the form of tears of joy 
rolling down from the devotee’s eyes or aS a slight 
tremble in the voice and so forth. 


e. Values 


The symbolism continues further. There is a 
varti, wick, made up of cotton, that sustains the flame. It 
stands for a proper value system in the devotee’s life, 
e.g., discipline in the eating habits and speech, right 
attitude towards others and so on. A proper value 
system and good samskaras (tendencies) are 
extremely important in the devotee’s life. The devotee 
should receive the guests at his door with reverence 
and should help the poor. He should not use harsh 
language against others. Such a life style is conducive 
to devotion in the manner the wick is essential for 
emission of light from the lamp. 


f. Dispassion 

An oil-lamp has a wide base serving as a 
receptacle. It holds all the oil required to fuel the flame, 
and also provides stability to the lamp.The mind filled 
with vairagya or dispassion is the base. The lamp may 
be provided with a chimney which protects the flame 
from the gusts of wind. Our infatuation with the sense 
objects, resulting in intense likes and dislikes, is the 
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Strong gust of wind that puts off the flame of devotion. 
Once a strong attachment or aversion arises in the 
mind, the devotion and the wisdom are swept away. 
Raga (attachment) and dvesa (aversion) are compared 
with day-light robbers by Bhagavan Gitacarya in the 
Bhagavad Gita (3-34): 


wera uest arated | 
Tat aearresat eee aia 1 


indriyasyendriyasyarthe ragadvesau 
vyavasthitau, tayorna vasamagacchettau 
hyasya paripanthinau. 


Raga and dvesa are deep-rooted in every one of 
the sense objects. May the aspirant not come 


under their spell, for they are his or her highway 
robbers. 


If a desire arises in our mind while we are 
studying something, the study ends at once. If an 
intense attachment or aversion springs up in the mind 
while one is peacefully enjoying something, that 
enjoyment disappears instantly. These dacoits rob one 
of one’s devotion, peace of mind, and right thinking. 
Raga makes the person blind, while dvesa burns the 
person’s heart. Just as we steer clear of the known 
dacoits, we should steer clear of raga and dvesa, 


Hatred in the heart is like wood set afire. It 
destroys its very underpinning. The person who nurses 
hatred in his heart lies wide awake at night, while the 
other person, who is the target of the hatred, would 
sleep happily. It may be noted that devotion and sorrow 
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can co-exist in the heart, whil ‘ 
cannot. , while hatred and devotion 


. Mastery of the Mind 


The devotee should have a focused mind. The 
single-pointedness of the mind can be developed 
through meditation and mantra japa. A serene mind is 
needed to appreciate the teachings of Vedanta. : 


Generally some prasada (food offfered to the 
Lord) is distributed in the temples, and the devotees 
receive it and eat it with a lot of reverence, even when it 
is not very appetizing, since it is seen as coming from 


igvara. Partaking of prasada is considered a sacred 
ortant. Prasada 


act; its quality or quantity is not imp 

stands for prasada buddhi, an attitude of graceful 
acceptance. Even when | do not like the item offered as 
prasada, | partake of it. The devotional attitude with 
which the prasada is received and eaten alone matters. 
The serenity of the mind symbolised by the prasada in 
the temple is eulogised by the Lord in the Bhagavad 
Gita (2-64,65) as follows: 


ragadvesaviyuktaisit visayanindriyaiscaran, 
wtmavasyairvidheyatma 
: prasadamadhigacchatt 
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prasade  sarvaduhkhanam _hanirasyopajayate, 
prasannacetaso hyasu buddhih paryavatisthate. 


One may interact with the objects of the world 
through the senses that are free from attachment 
and aversion, gaining mastery over them. One 
who has mastered the mind attains prasa@da, the 
serenity and harmony, and will be free from all 
sorrows. Such a person's mind is readily absorbed 
(in Atman). . 


The prasada buddhi helps us cultivate a mind 
that is equanimous in prosperity as well as in adversity 
Out of recognition of the fact that whatever we receive, 
whether good or bad, is given to us by Jévara. Isvara is 
the karma phala data, the giver of the results of our 
action. They are the outcome of [évara’s karma niyati, 
the law regulating the results of action. Isvara bestows 
the karma phala, the results of the actions accordingly; 
we receive what we deserve. That is why Jévara is 
Called sarvajfia, the all-knowing. He does not favour 
One or discriminate against other. Iévara is not arbitrary 
Or Capricious. Therefore, we have to learn to treat both 
Prosperity and adversity as Isvara’s prasada. 


The only difference between pleasure and pain is 
how we react to them. Pleasure is welcome whereas 
Pain is rejected. Prasada buddhi, the atitude of graceful 
acceptance, helps us to overcome the narrow boundary 
between pleasure and pain, leading to the composure of 
the mind and absolute happiness. When we are ready 
to accept pain, it is no longer a pain. Without cultivating 
Such an attitude, the devotion will be shaky. Life is not a 
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bed of roses. Sometimes it may a 

who do not have any devotion Saray ania : 
not true. The law of karma does not spare anyone. In 
adversity, people complain against Isvara. However, 
assimilating the spirit of partaking of prasada_ in the 
temple helps us to develop the right attitude. 


5. Summary 

The seers have incorporated the entire teachings 
of the Upanishads and the Gita in the temple worship. 
When we visit any temple, we should keep this vision in 
mind. Once we understand correctly the symbolism of 
temple worship, the temple emerges from a seat of 
worship to a seat of learning. 


11 Bite ait ae Stet |! 
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